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The Portuguese Azores consist of nine volcanic islands stra-

tegically located in the central Atlantic, due west of the Iberian

Peninsula. 1 On the same latitude as Washington D.C., the

Islands are one third of the way from Lisbon to New York. 2 The

strategic importance of these islands was demonstrated during the

Yom Kipper War of 1973. When the United States decided to supply

Israel during the latest Middle East conflict, only Portugal,

among America's allies, offered the use of her territory in the

logistical effort to replenish the Israeli army's depleted stocks

of arms and war material. Cargo planes bound for Israel were

allowed to refuel at the American air base in the islands. 3 This

base on Terceira was acquired by the United States during the

Second World War.

--- ý3This paper will examine the small but important part the

Azores played in the conduct of World War II. In doing so, it

will study the diplomacy surrounding the Anglo-American acquisi-

tion of military bases in the islands, their importance in the

allied anti-submarine campaign and in the air ferry and transport

service between the United Staes and the various theaters of the

war. It- "ill-"hw--at _4t , less patient and more reckless manner in

obtaining the bases would have damaged the military position of

Great Britain and the United States in 1941, morally discredited

the allied cause in 1943, and embittered relations between Portu-

gal and the Uni'ed States to the detriment of American postwar

policy. It-wftt--1-so-4-indic-ate that the reasons for
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__ bases in the Azores during the war influenced the United States to

retain them after the conflict. 4
Both during and after World War II, the islands were inti-

mately related to American security needs. At first American

policy makers saw the islands as important to the defense of the

Western Hemisphere and the prosecution of the war, but then

increasingly in relation to the exercise of American influence for

peace and security beyond the Atlantic in the postwar period. To

gain these strategic bases the United States paid a price: it

undertook to respect Portuguese sovereignty in all the Portuguese

colonies. This promise has had important implications for Ameri-

can foreign policy towards Africa. For example, while President

Kennedy was committed to an anti-colonialist policy, the impor-

tance of the Azores base to American security forced him to moder-

ate his position vis a vis Portuguese colonies in Africa. Thus

U.S. anti-colonialist policy was never strong enough for African

Nationalists, 4 and has hindered Washington's ability to compete

with the Soviets for influence in black Africa after the fall of

the Portuguese empire.

While the Azores have played a significant role in strategy

and diplomacy after World War II, this paper will concentrate on

the wartime events leading to the American acquisition of bases in

the islands. The first part of the study will focus on the Anglo-

American fears of a German occupation of the Azores; the second,

on the allied effort to secure the islands as a base for the

offensive against German submarines and for air ferry and trans-
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port service to the war's numerous theaters; the third, on the

American effort to obtain bases for the exclusive use of the

United States; and finally, concluding remarks on the importance

of the Azores in wartime diplomacy and American postwar policy.

The Second World War placed a great strain on Europe's oldest

alliance -- the one between Portugal and Great Britain. In their

wars the English rarely invoked the alliance of 1373 because a

weak Portugal, requiring military aid, would add little to and

detract much from British strength. Thus, with the onset of war

in Europe in September, 1939, Portugal adopted an attitude of

benevolent neutrality towards her historic ally, Great Britain.

However, after the German war machine ground up allied forces in

France in the spring of 1940, Antonio de Oliviera Salazar, the

dictator Premier of Portugal, began to doubt Britain's ability to

protect his country and thus adopted a policy of strict, if

nervous, neutrality towards the combatants. 5

A certain degree of apprehension on Salazar's part was fully

justified. The Portuguese Atlantic islands including the Azores

and the Cape Verdes and to a lesser extent the Spanish Canaries

became a focus of attention for the British, Americans, and Ger-

mans.

As early as June 20, 1940, the German naval staff expressed

an interest in acquiring bases in the Azores, the Canaries, or the

Cape Verde islands. A July staff study maintained America's

interest in the survival of Britain would render the United States
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hostile to Germany. It concluded that the two "Anglo-American

powers" were "the next natural enemies with which Germany will

have to deal." Therefore the Reich would have to secure its eco-

nomic and strategic sea communications in the Atlantic and disrupt

those of the enemy. 6

On the American side, the consequences of a German victory on

the continent were discussed as early as September, 1939.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Assistant Secretary of State

A.A. Berle agreed that if Germany won the war, Hitler would

attempt to gain the Azores and Cape Verde Islands as bases for

operations against the Americas. 7 After the collapse of France,

American authorities were keenly aware of the strategic imortance

of the Cape Verde Islands between the bulges of West Africa and

Brazil and were as much concerned about the Azores as they were

about Greenland and Iceland. 8

On September 25, 1940, Brigadier General George V. Strong,

Chief of the War Plans Division of the Army General Staff, advo-

cated the occupation of all Atlantic outposts from Bahia to Green-

land within three months of the loss of the British fleet. Fur-

thermore, the United States should be ready at any time to occupy

preventivily the French colonial city of Dakar on the African

bulge and the Azores in the central Atlantic even before the loss

of the British fleet in order to safeguard American security.

However, the military, at this time would have been unable to

implement all or any of these measures because of lack of troops

and supplies. 9
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The British, on the other hand, were prepared to prevent a

German coup de main in the Atlantic Islands. The Axis armistice

with France had greatly increased the strategic importance of

Spain and Portugal. Gibraltar was now exposed to a German thrust

through fascist Spain. As a result, Portugal might fall under

Axis domination. In that event, British military leaders were

convinced that the Azores were too strategically important to be

allowed to fall into German hands. They lay athwart British trade

routes and contained British cable stations. A Nazi occupatioq of

the islands would have had a serious impact on British shipping

and communications. Therefore, the Imperial General Staff wanted

to occupy the islands if Portugal were attacked or if Spaip showed
10

signs of entering the war.

The British Foreign Office was particularly anxious that

action should not be taken unless it was quite clear that an occu-

pation was necessary to prevent a German takeover. Precipitate

action would turn Spanish and Portuguese opinion to the German

side. While Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill favored a preemp-

tive occupation, the British service chiefs realized that seizure I
of the islands might expose the Portuguese mainland to an attack

by Spain and that Britain could not give Portugal any direct

aid. 1i On July 22 1940, the British Cabinet agreed that the

Azores and Cape Verde Islands should be seized only if it became

clear beyond a reasonable doubt that Portugal or Spain irtended

12
to collaborate with the Axis powers against Britain. Two compo-
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site brigades of Royal Marines were to be held in readiness in the

event circumstances made the operation necessary..1 3

As German interest in the Iberian Peninsula grew such an

operation seemed more and more likely. On September 6 Admiral

Erich Raeder, Commander-in-Chief of the German Navy, suggested

action against the British in the Mediterranean in lieu of a

difficult and dangerous operation against the British Isles. The

Feuhrer agreed with Raeder's argument, saying

Britain should be excluded from the Mediterranean.
Control of the Mediterranean area is of vital importance
in Southeastern Europe, Asia Minor, Arabia, Egypt, and
the African area. Unlimited sources for raw materials
would be guaranteed. New and strategically favorable
bases for further operations against the British Empire
would be won. The loss of Gibraltar would mean crucial
difficulties for British import traffic from the South
Atlantic. Preparations for this operation must be begun
at once before the USA steps in. It should not be
considered of secondary impitance, but as one of the
main blows against Britain.

Since there was a danger that the British or Americans might

occupy the Azores or Canary Islands if Spain or Portugal entered

the war, the Fuehrer felt that the Canaries should be secured by

the Luftwaffe in conjunction with an operation against

Gibraltar. 1 5

On November 12 Hitler issued the directive for Operation

Felix which envisioned a German intervention in the Iberian Penin-

sula with the purpose of driving the English out of the Western

Mediterranean. To secure this objective the Wehrmacht was ordered

to take Gibraltar and close the Straits. The directive further

stipulated that the "English should be prevented from gaining a

6
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foothold at another point of the Iberian Peninsula or of the

Atlantic islands." 1 6 Operation Felix would not be undertaken

until the conclusion of preparations regarding the Atlantic

islands. Plans for securing the Canaries and Cape Verdes were to

be drawn up. Hitler personally requested an "examination of the

question of occupation of Madeira and of the Azores as well as of

the advantages and disadvantages which would ensue for the naval

and aerial conduct of the war."17

Two days later Hitler again discussed the question of occupy-

ing the Azores in a conference with Raeder. The Admiral argued

that Protuguese neutrality was valuable to Germany:

Portugal will maintain neutrality, since she knows
that we could drive the British out of Portugal from
Spain. Any breach of Portugal's neutrality by us would
have a very unfavorable effect on public opinion in the
U.S.A., Brazil, and in South America generally, but
above all it would result in the immediate occupation of
the Azores, perhaps also of the Cap?,Verde Islands and
of Angola, by Britain or the U.S.A.

Hitler disagreed and correctly perceived that the British

would occupy the Azores immediately upon German entry into Spain.

The Fuehrer also maintained that "the Azores would afford him the

only facility for attacking America, if she should enter the war,

with a modern plan of the Messerschmidt type.... " Thereby America

would be for.ced to build up her own anti-aircraft defense, which

is still completely lacking, instead of assisting Britain." 1 9

Raeder replied that the occupation of the Azores would be a

risky operation but one which could succeed with luck. But he did

not think they could be held in face of the inevitable British

7
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counterattack carried out, perhaps with American help. In addi-

tion, German naval forces including submarines would be preoccu-

pied with supplying Nazi forces in the islands. This would

adversely affect the campaign against British shipping. Raeder

recommended instead that the Portuguese should be influenced to

fortify the Azores and defend them. He also considered the occu-

pation of the Cape Verdes and Madeira as unnecessary since they

did not afford a useful base for either the Germans or the

British. But German troops should supplement the Spanish garrison

in the Canaries which the British would certainly covet after they

lost Gibraltar. Hitler was not dissuaded. He ordered immediate

investigations by the navy and the air force of possible plans for

the occupation of the Azores. 2 0

London was only too well aware of the German threat to

Gibraltar and the Atlantic Islands. The British high command kept

sufficient troops, planes, and ships in readiness to parry any

Axis thrust in those directions. Lieutenant General Sir Clive

Liddel, the British commander at Gibraltar, was granted his

request for six months supplies in anticipation of an extended

siege. However, since the need for an alternative to Gibraltar

was so great, the British were prepared to occupy immediately some

of the Atlantic Islands with or without the consent of the Iberian

governments as soon as the Germans invaded the peninsula. 2 1

Late in 1940 the question of preventive occupation again

arose. In October, Vice-Admiral Sir James Somerville, the

commander of the British squadron at Gibraltar, was ordered to
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to keep a watch on the Atlantic islands. Thenceforth a cruiser

generally patrolled in the neighborhood of the Azores. 2 2 Neverthe-

less, it was difficult to maintain an effective watch. The

British Chiefs of Staff feared that a German expedition from

French or Scandinavian ports might pounce on the islands at any-

time. Therefore, they consulted the Foreigh Office concerning a
23

preemptive occupation. The Foreign Office in turn contacted Sir

Samuel Hoare, the Ambassador to Spain, who replied on the night of

December 3-4 that the Spanish Government would regard such an

action as an attack on the Iberian Peninsula and that Spain would

enter the war on the side of the Axis. In that event, Spain would

invite the Germans into the peninsula and the Wehrmacht would cer-

tainly occupy Portugal. Thus precipiate action concerning the

Azores would destroy growing Spanish resistance to German pressure

to enter the war. With the warning, the question of preventive
24

occupation again subsided.

While Generalissimo Francisco Franco had received aid from

Germany and Italy during the Spanish Civil War, he was reluctant

to involve his country in another protracted conflict. After the

German successes in France, he did switch from a state of neutral-

ity to one of non-belligerency. He also selected his brother-in-
A

law Serrano Suner, a pro-German, to head the Foreign Ministry. On

October 17, 1940, in a meeting with Hitler at Hendaye, Franco gave

the Fuehrer vague assurances of an eventual Spanish entry into the

war. On November 4th, Spain seized the international zone around

Tangier.
2 5
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Since the British had not provoked him, Franco would go no

further. Behind his polite refusal to support Hitler's plans were

many factors: the internal divisions still unmended from the

Civil War, Franco's uncertain control of his own political organi-

zation, Spain's unstable economic situation, and the possible

English reaction against Spanish possessions like the Canary or

Balearic Islands.26 Furthermore, British successes against the

Italians in North Africa must have persuaded the Caudillo that the

outcome of the war was by no means certain. 2 7 It is also worth

noting that Salazar continually cautioned both the Spanish and the

Germans that the economic well-being of Spain depended on England

28continuing her food shipments.

Since Operation Felix had been contingent upon Spanish appro-

val of German operations in Iberia, Franco's reluctance to co, it

himself to the Axis cause effectively frustrated Hitler's designs

in the peninsula. On December 11 the Fuehrer postponed the cam-

paign. 2 9 German attention was drawn to the Eastern Mediterranean

where the Italians were suffering significant defeats at the hands

of the Greeks and the British. Hitler was now forced to deal with

this situation.30 On January 10 the Gibraltar campaign was post-

poned indefinitely.
3 1

In December, 1940, the Nazi threat to Iberia had prompted the

Portuguese to request military staff talks with the British. Now

the British were less concerned. Churchill recognized the unlike-

lihood that Spain would give permission to Hitler to attack Gib-
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raltar and relaxed the alert of forces held in readiness to seize

the Azores in such an event. In February, 1941, a Portuguese mil-

itary mission arrived in London and refused any aid or assistance

unless their territory were actually invaded (when, in fact, there

would not be enough time to send troops). The British Government

responded by advising their allies to make only a token resistance

to a German attack on the mainland and to move their Government to

the Azores. Salazar accepted this advice and becan to reinforce

the islands.
3 2

British reverses in the Balkans and North Africa in April,

1941, revived London's fears concerning Gibraltar and the Atlantic

islands and led them to seek American help. London had kept

Washington informed of British plans concerning those areas since

September, 1940. On April 23, 1941, Churchill informed Roosevelt

that "the capacity of Spain and Portugal to resist the increasing

German pressure may at any time collapse, and the anchorage at

Gibraltar be rendered unusable."33 While Britain was prepared to

seize the Azores and the Cape Verdes in such an event, these oper-

ations would take eight days, and in that time the Germans might

overrun the islands. He went on:

With our other naval burdens we have not the forces
to maintain a continuous watch. It would be a very
great advantage if you could send an American squadron
for a friendly cruise in these regions at the earliest
moment. This would probably warn Nazi raiders off, and
would keep the place jrm for us as well as giving us
valuable information.

The United States responded by proposing to the Portuguese Govern-

ment a "friendly" naval visit to the Azores and the Cape Verde
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islands, but the Portuguese did not welcome the idea and the

Americans dropped it. 3 5

American concern for the Atlantic islands was now increasing.

German propaganda expressing real fears concerning a British or

American occupation of the Azores was interpreted in Washington as

36a prelude to a German operation against the islands. Since the

islands in Axis hands would bring the Germans one thousand miles

closer to the United States, there was some sentiment to occupy

them. On May 6, Senator Claude Pepper of Florida urged the

government to occupy the *points of vantage from which these mon-

sters were preparing to strike at us." The Senator included the

Azores among those "points of vantage."37 Following the quick

conquests of Yugoslavia and Greece, it seemed logical for the

Germans to attempt to complete the process by driving the British
38

from the Western Mediterranean. This meant a German threat to

Iberia and North Africa. Roosevelt was particularly concerned

about the effect of these developments on the Portuguese and

39Spanish islands in the Atlantic. News of the Bismarck's break

into the Atlantic galvanized these fears and caused the White

House to take action. 4 0

On May 22 Roosevelt ordered preparations for an expedition to

the Azores in one month's time. The President reasoned that "it

was in the interest of the United States to prevent non-American

belligerent forces from gaining control of the islands and to hold

them for use as air and naval bapes for the defense of the Western

Hemisphere." 41
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In a radio address on May 27, Roosevelt declared a state of

unlimited national emergency. The Chief Executive asserted that

Unless the advance of Hitlerism is forceably
checked now, the Western Hemisphere will be within range
of the Nazi weapons of destruction ... Equally, the
Azores and the Cape Verde islands, if occupied or
controlled by Germany, would directly endanger the
freedom of the Atlantic and our own American physical
safety ... Old fashioned common sense calls for the use
of strategy that will prevent 1ch an enemy from gaining
a foothold in the first place.

Ironically, on the same day Roosevelt ordered the occupation of

the Azores, Admiral Raeder finally convinced Hitler to abandon his

plans for using facilities in the islands to intimidate the United

States with the threat of long-range bomber attacks. 4 3

However, American military leaders were no more enthusiastic

than Admiral Raeder concerning an occupation of the Azores. While

the latest plan for coalition warfare, Rainbow 5, envisioned the

seizure of the islands, the war planners did not believe the

United States was yet strong enough to undertake such a dangerous

operation. The army argued that the islands, once occupied, would

be hard to defend against enemy air power based in France or on

the Iberian Peninsula. Besides, the British had assigned forces

to take the islands if Germany entered Spain. Furthermore, legis-

lation restricted the use of troops outside the Western Hemis-

phere. The logistical problems the operation presented were also

formidable. There were only twenty-six vessels in the Army Trans-

port Service, all in full use. Nevertheless, the President had

ordered the operation to commence on June 22, and the army pre-

pared. The First Division and the First Marine Division compris-
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ing some 28,000 men were assigned the task, with a reserve force

of 11,000. Logistical support in critically short supply was

allocated. America's most ambitious project in the undeclcared

war to date was to be under the overall command of the Navy. 4 4

Once again, international developments halted an interven-

tion. The Portuguese Government had vigorously protested Senator

Pepper's speech of May 6. Joao Antonio de Bianchi, Lisbon's

Minister in Washington, informed the State Department that the

Portuguese had taken measures for the defense of their possessions

in the Atlantic not only as an assertion of sovereignty but also

with the intention of resisting any attack that might be directed

against them. Secretary of State Cordell Hull told the Portuguese

that the Senator spoke for himself and not for the Government of

the United States. However, while the Secretary professed a

desire to maintain friendly relations with Portugal, he carefully

avoided committing the United States to any course of action or

inaction concerning the islands. 4 5

The Portuguese reaction to the President's address of May 27

was swift and uncompromising. In a note to the State Department,

the Portuguese maintained that their country had taken a neutral

position in the present war and that Great Britain, Portugal's

ally had approved this policy. "This neutrality," the note read:

14



has been ... (strictly] observed and has provided Europe
and the two Americas with their last direct contact ....
From their own part the Portuguese Government reassert
their ... determination to defend to the limit of their
forces, their neutrality and their sovereign rights
against all and any attack to which'they may be exposed,
though continuing to state they do not anticipated any
such event. 4 6

In a conversation of May 31, Bianchi warned Hull that "the utter-

ances of the President might be availed of by Germany as an excuse

for seizing the Azores and the Cape Verdes for herself, or what

would be a terrific blow to his country, to seize and occupy

Portugal."47

The Portuguese had a legitimate right to fear the consequen-

ces of an American or British occupation of their Atlantic

islands. The German High Command on May 7 determined to occupy

the Iberian Peninsula if the British should create a front in the

peninsula while Germany was involved in war with the Soviet
48

Union. On May 12 Eberhard von Strohrer, the German Ambassador

sought and received assurance from Serrano Suner, the Spanish

Foreign Minister, that Spain would march into Portugal if the
49

Azores were occupied by the English or the Americans. In a con-

ference with Admiral Raeder on June 25 Hitler decided to send a

Panzer and infantry divisions into Iberia and French North Africa

as soon as the United States occupied the Portuguese or Spanish

islands.
5 0

To the surprise of the State Department, the British were no

less averse to an American move. While they would have been happy

to include a token American force in an English occupation of the

15
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f islands, they were sensitive to Portuguese opinion which was

"rather nervous regarding American and British intentions." The

British, therefore, preferred to take the lead in negotiations

with Salazar concerning the islands while holding "American

influence in reserve for the moment."51

In the face of this opposition, Roosevelt'gave way. On

June 6, he cancelled the Azores expedition in favor of an American

occupation of Iceland. This would release British toops for use

elsewhere. The imminent Nazi invasion of Russia and the

Portuguese determination to defend her Atlantic possessions made

the Azores expedition unnecessary. Furthermore, an American occu-

pation of the Azores in face of Portuguese protestations would

have had a very bad effect on American relations in Latin America.

In addition, Churchill was much more anxious to secure American
52 i

aid in Iceland than in the Azores.

However, army planners were no more enthusiastic concerning

Iceland than they were concerning the Azores. The army was quite

conscious of its weakness and unreadiness for combat. But if an

operation had to be undertaken the army would have preferred to

occupy the Azores rather than Iceland. The first was more in

keeping with a policy of static defense in the Western Hemisphere

than the second. Nevertheless, the army undertook preparations

for the relief of British troops in Iceland even though they con-

sidered it a dangerous political move which might entail an

engagement with German forces. However, when Roosevelt suggested

on June 19, the creation of a force of 75,000 men for action in
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several quarters simultaneously -- Iceland, the Azores and the/
Cape Verde Islands, General George C. Marshall bluntly told the

President that "he would not give his consent to the dispatch of

any troops outside the United States that were not completely

trained and equipped to meet a first class enemy." Marshall's

objections effectively ended any lingering thoughts the President

may have had concerning a simultaneous occupation of Iceland and

the Azores. Only Iceland was to be occupied in the summer of

1941. 5

With the Azores question settled for the time being, the

United States sought to allay Portuguese suspicions and restore

friendly relations. On July 14 President Roosevelt personally

wrote premier Salazar assuring him that

the continued exercise of unimpaired and sovereign
jurisdiction by the Government of Portugal over the
territory of Portugal itself, over the Azores and over
all Portuguese colonies offers complete assurance of
security to the Western Hemisphere insofar as the
regions mentioned are concerned. 5 4

However, Roosevelt offered American assistance alone or in associ-

ation with Brazil, Portugal's kinderd state, in defending Portu-

guese sovereignty over the Azores against any threat of aggression

only if Portugal should express "its belief that such aggression

is imminent or its desire that such steps be taken."55 The

President's letter had its desired effect and Salazar responded

warmly with assurances that while he did not share the President's

fears concerning a German attack he would call upon American aid

in such an event if Great Britain, Portugal's historic ally, were

17
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unable to supply any assistance. Salazar maintained that the

President's "desie that the relations between our two countries

and the two Governments should always be firm in friendship and

that no misunderstanding should disturb them coincides with our

"own most vehement wish." 5 6

While the great German victories on the Eastern Front revived

at times Anglo-American fears concerning German designs on Iberia,

Northwest Africa, and the Atlantic Islands, all attempts at giving

new life to the Azores project failed. Then America's entrance

into the war transformed the character of the struggle and not so

surprisingly allied attitudes towards the Azores. Gradually, the

islands were no longer seen as potential bases for the enemy which

had to be defended at all costs but as bastions from which the

allies could prosecute the war. As the war progressed and as the

German threat to Iberia receded, the United States and Great

Britain became less interested in denying the islands to the

Germans and more interested in acquiring them for their own use.

In 1943 the Atlantic allies determined to gain the islands through

negotiation or, if necessary, by force.

At the two Washington Conferences of 1941 and 1942, President

Roosevelt, Prime Minister Churchill and the Combined Chiefs of

Staff debated various ways of waging the war against Germany.

Possible operations in North Africa, France, and Iberia were dis-

cussed. Plans for expeditions to the Portuguese Azores and Cape

Verde Islands and the Spanish Canaries were considered separately
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or in conjunction with larger operations in North Africa or

Iberia. However, American strength was still maturing and this

fact severely limited the options of the allies. Furthermore, a

lack of shipping hindered operations until the later stages of the

conflict. As Admiral King succinctly put it, "We cannot do all

these things." 5 7 All that could be managed by late 1942 was an

allied campaign in North Africa.

In 1943, as American strength came to bear and as the United

Nations moved increasingly to the offensive, the Allies began to

covet bases in the Azores from which the anti-submarine campaign

could be pursued. The successful prosecution of the war depended

on securing the Atlantic trade routes and protecting allied mer-

chant shipping from the depredations of German submarines. Until

March, 1943, the German sinking of allied shipping had been

increasing steadily. In 1940 and 1941, respectively, 3,990,000

and 4,300,000 tons of shipping were lost. America's entrance into

the war raised the figure to 7,800,000 tons for 1942. Over the

same period more U-boats were launched than were destroyed. In

January, 1943, there were 212 submarines and in March, 250. The

sinkings in January and February had been very serious and the

threat to survival was very real. 5 8

In this tense situation allied countermeasures began to take

effect. The airplane had proved to be a very efficient weapon

against the submarine. Towards the end of 1942 the air coverage

over trans-Atlantic convoys was gradually extended until the

allied air forces were able to patrol an area extending four
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hundred miles east of Newfoundland, five hundred miles south of

Iceland, and seven hundred miles west of the British Isles.59 As a

result of these measures the U-boat toll on allied shipping less-

ened and the cost to the Germans in submarines destroyed

increased.

However, the Central Atlantic was a "big black pit" lacking

bases for air search. 6 0 While escort carriers could provide some

air coverage in this area, the allied admirals felt they needed

permanent bases in the Azores. At the Trident Conference in May,

1943, the Combined Chiefs of Staff came to the following conclu-

sion:

In order to maintain maximum air protection at the
present time it is necessary for the US-UK convoys to
follow a northerly route which not only suffers from the
disadvantages of bad weather and ice, but which inevit-
ably becomes known to the enemy. If we take the south-
erly route at the present time, we lose shore-based air
protection over a large part of the passage. There is
further peril of U-boat concentration against the U.S.-
Mediterranean convoys. We regard the immediate occupa-
tion of the Azores as imperative to conserve lives and
shipping and, above all, to shorten the War. 6 2

The Combined Chiefs required facilities on Terceira for operating

very long-range aircraft and unrestricted fueling facilities for

naval escorts at the islands of San Miguel or Fayal. Among the

benefits to be derived from these bases were: greater scope for

evasive routing; centrally located air protection useful in the

anti-submarine campaign in both the North Atlantic and Mediterran-

ean theaters; increased carrying capacity for merchant shipping

using a mote direct route across the middle Atlantic; fuelling

facilities for surface escorts; and direct all-weather air supply
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routes from the United States to Europe, Africa, and the Far

East. 62

It was this last benefit -- the direct all-weather air supply

route -- which would pose the greatest problem in American deal-

ings with Portugal and Great Britain in the Azores' negotiations.

As early as 1941 Colonel Robert Olds of the Ferrying Command sug-

gested the Azores as an alternate route for the movement of air-

craft, engine spares, and supplies to Britain during the winter.

The North African campaign a year later gave the Azores an even

greater strategic importance, since they could provide the most

direct air route for support of the North African expedition and a

shorter airway to the Middle East, India, and China. In addition,

General George of the Air Transport Command had the foresight to

realize that a base in the Azores would be essential to the

support of future military operations on the continent. Following

the example of Colonel Olds, General Harold George pressured his

superior, air force chief General H.H. Arnold, and through him the

State Department to gain air transport rights in the Azores. 6 3

As a result, the State Department in April, 1943, prompted

Pan American Airways to initiate negotiations with the Portuguese

to gain commercial air rights in the islands. This was a ploy

designed to secure immediate improvement of the air facilities on

Terceira, to explore possibilities of construction of new facili-

ties on Santa Maria, and to open the door to eventual military use

of these new and improved facilities. While the Department real-

ized that a direct landplane route from the United States to North
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Africa, the Mediterranean, the Middle and Far East had postwar

connotations, they were willing if necessary, to confine the

operation of this route to the duration of the war. In August,

1943, the Pan American talks were discontinued so as not to

interfere with the British effort to obtain allied rights in the

islands undertaken subsequent to the Trident Conference. 6 4

Soon after the Pan American negotiations were initiated, the

President, Prime Minister, and the Combined Chiefs of Staff met in

Washingtion in May, 1943. It has been noted that at this Trident

Conference, the Combined Chiefs of Staff agreed on the necessity

of acquiring facilities in the Azores for the anti-submarine

campaign and the air ferry service. B'it the manner in which these

bases were to be acquired was a matter of extensive and vigorous

debate.

The allied successes in North Africa in late 1942 and 1943

greatly reduced the chances of a German occupation of Iberia in

retaliation against an allied seizure of the Azores. Indeed,

Hitler on May 14, 1943, vetoed Admiral Karl Doenitz's proposal to

regain the initiative in the Mediterranean by occupying Spain and

Gibraltar to outflank the Anglo-American offensive. The Fuehrer

stated that "the Axis must face the fact that it is saddled with

[the defense of] Italy." 6 5 Therefore, a German threat to Iberia

no longer restrained the allies in their dealings with Portugal.

Indeed as early as October, 1942, the United States and Great
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Britain considered the possibility of occupying the Azores by

force. 6 6 When the Combined Chiefs presented their views concern-

ing the islands at a meeting on May 19 with Roosevelt and Churc-

hill, there was considerable support for obtaining them by force

majeure. Churchill argued that the Portuguese would never consent

to grant the bases because such an action would violate their neu-

trality and that therefore nothing could be gained by a diplomatic

approach.67 There was little disagreement on the American side.

Harry Hopkins "thought the chances of the Portuguese willingly

conceding the use of bases in the Azores were remote." 6 8 At pre-

vious meetings of the Combined Chiefs, General Marshall and

Admirals Ernest J. King and William D. Leahy had committed them

selves to such a view. 6 9 While Roosevelt suggested an approach

through Brazil, he did not raise any objections to using force to

obtain the islands.
7 0

When Churchill cabled London seeking Cabinet approval for a

forceful occupation of the Azores, Foreign Minister Anthony Eden

and Deputy Prime Minister Clement Attlee made known their objec-
71

tions to the proposal in a telegram on May 21. Churchill had

argued that he did not see any moral substance in the objection to

overriding Portuguese neutrality, since the fate of these small

nations depended on an allied victory.72 Attlee and Eden replied

that it would be better to try the diplomatic approach first since

such an operation could not take place for two months at the

earliest and since the British Ambassador to Lisbon believed such

an effort might succeed. They concluded that it would be wise to
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make an appeal based on the alliance with Portugal. If this

should fail, they would be in a better moral position to seize the

territory of a faithless ally. 7 3

While the conference approved preparations for a British

occupation of the islands, it deferred a decision since the

British Cabinet had withheld its endorsement of the operation. 7 4

Upon returning to London, Churchill reopened the debate, but Eden

won it when the British Chiefs expressed reservations concerning

the availability of shipping and escorts for the expedition. 7 5

Now the British tried the diplomatic approach. With American

approval, Eden broached the subject on June 18, to Senor Monteiro,

the Portuguese Ambassador, with whom Eden enjoyed a close rela-
76

tionship. Meanwhile, Sir Ronald Campbell, the British Ambassa-

dor, approached Salazar in Lisbon.77 The Portuguese response was

favorable. The Anglo-Portuguese alliance dated from 1373, and its

maintenance was a traditional tenet of Portuguese foreign policy.

With the German and Spanish menace somewhat diminished in Portu-

guese eyes, Salazar felt that an outright refusal to honor the

alliance was unthinkable. 7 8  Convinced that the allies would

eventually win the war and that the Portuguese Empire would be

dependent on sea lanes dominated by Britain and America in the

postwar period, the wily Premier was determined to exploit

Portugal's favorable bargaining position to gain allied guarantees

of Portuguese colonial possessions.

However, to limit the risks implicit in such a policy Salazar

hoped to maintain his country's neutrality by allowing only the
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British facilities in the Azores. Since Germany depended on

Portugal for supplies of wolfram, it is reasonable to assume that

Salazar trusted Hitler would accept his arguments that the bases

were granted to the British under terms of an alliance that pre-

dated the present conflict. Even so, the Portuguese Premier

feared possible air attacks on Portuguese cities and U-boat

sinkings of Portuguese shipping. He was also uncertain about the

Spanish response to such an agreement. Therefore, he requested

and received anti-aircraft guns and equipment for three divisions.

Certain economic concesssions were also granted. 7 9

On August 18 the British and Portuguese signed an agreement

granting Britain naval facilities at the port of Horta and air

rights at Lagens Field on Terceira. The British were allowed to

occupy these facilities on October 8. In return the British

promised to withdraw all troops upon the cessation of hostilities

and to guarantee Portuguese sovereignty over all Portuguese colo-
80

nies.

The Azores figures prominently in the postwar planning of an

America which envisioned an Atlantic safe for her democracy, the'

abandonment of the unsuccessful, pre-war policy of isolationism,

and the pursuit of an active role in world affairs. At the

Teheran Conference in late 1943, President Roosevelt proposed to

Prime Minister Churchill and Marshal Joseph Stalin the maintenance

of postwar peace and security through the cooperation of the "Four

Policemen" -- the United States, Great Britain, the Soviet Union,
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and China -- who would control strategic bases around the world.

Significantly, the United States did not object to the Russian

assumption that the Atlantic would be under American control nor

to the Soviet suggestion that Azores should be an American "strong

point." Clearly it was with this idea in mind that American war

leaders had extracted at the Trident Conference a British promise

that "land, air, and sea facilities [in the islands] would be

"~81available to all United Nations forces. To fulfill its role as

a world policeman, Roosevelt envisioned the dispatch of American

ships and aircraft to distant trouble spots. The other "Police-

men" would supply land troops since domestic political considera-

tions ruled out the use of American soldiers. The Joint Chiefs

required postwar military supply privileges and related commercial

rights in the Azores in order to keep the Atlantic peace and to

logistically support outlying military posts in Europe, North

Africa, and the Middle East. Thus, the Azores were to be one of

the key bases in a network of strong points enabling the United

States to exercise its power and influence for world peace and

security.
8 2

While these postwar considerations influenced American policy

concerning the Azores, the immediate strategic situation was the

predominant American concern. Since only the United States could

extend Lagens Field for the operation of long range planes, the

Navy was anxious to have an American naval squadron included in

anti-submarine operations undertaken from the Azores.83 Further-
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more, it has been noted that the Air Transport Command requixed

facilities in the Azores in order to save fuel and time and to

minimize operational damage in the movement of planes and air

cargo to the war's various theaters.

Therefore, when Churchill informed Roosevelt that the Portu-

guese were objecting to an American presence in the islands, there

was an adverse reaction in Washington. Hull cabled Ambassador

John G. Winant to advise the British Government that he realized

"the delicacy of the conversations now in progress but any agree-

ment restricting facilities in [the Azores] to British aircraft is

unacceptable to this country and would not be in harmony with the

Trident Agreement."84 Naturally, the exclusion of the United

States from the Azores by the subsequent Anglo-Portuguese Agree-

ment embittered official Washington. However, at the Quadrant

Conference in late August the British assuaged American feelings

by promising to secure air facilities for the United States after

they acquired a foothold in the islands. 8 5 Tt was also agreed

that a mixed Anglo-American convoy including naval escorts and air

support units would visit the islands soon after the British occu-

pation on October 8. This would be the first step in gaining

American use of the bases. 8 6

At first American efforts to negotiate with the Portuguese

only led to confusion and misunderstanding. Prior to the Anglo-

Portuguese accord, Eden had repeatedly requested that the United

States associate itself with Great Britain in its guarantee of the

Portuguese colonies. The August agreement between London and
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Lisbon greatly diminished the immediate need for an American guar-

antee. Nevertheless, on October 8 Cordell Hull belatedly author-

ized the Charge d'Affaires in Lisbon, George F. Kennan, to advise

the Portuguese Government, that the United States agreed to

"respect Portuguese sovereignty in all Portuguese colonies." How-

ever, Churchill, in a letter to Roosevelt, suggested that the

guarantee be withheld for use as a quid pro quo in the negotia-

tions to secure American access to the Azores. Hull complied,

cabling Kennan to withhold the guarantee. Unfortunately, Kennan

in securing an interview with Salazar had intimated that it would

concern the matter of the guarantee. Hull's telegram put the

Charge in a difficult situation. He was forced to tell Salazar

that he had received instructions which made it unnecessary and

difficult for him to discuss the matter for which he had arranged

the interview. This whole episode aroused Portuguese suspicions

of American intentions regarding the Azores. 8 7

On October 16, Roosevelt instructed Kennan to ask Salazar to

grant certain facilities in the Azores to the American Army and

Navy. The facilities Roosevelt requested included a naval base, a

seaplane facility, bases for landbased aircraft on three different

islands, cable and communications systems, radar and observation

posts. This list was a good deal more than the British had been

able to obtain. Kennan did not believe that Salazar would grant

these facilities because the Premier felt that he had already ful-

filled the terms of the Anglo-Portuguese alliance at considcrable

risk to his country. The British presence in the islands had
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drawn ominous protests from Germany. If Salazar granted these

facilities to the Americans, he would in effect be abandoning his

nominal neutrality which might provoke a German or Spanish attack.

Furthermore, the Charge believe that he had little to offer
88

Salazar in return for incurring such a risk.

Kennan, seeking an appointment with the Premier to discuss

the matter, was reminded by the Portuguese Foreign Office of the

results of the last interview and was given to understand that he

would not be received unless the guarantee were given. The young

Charge violating his written instructions sent the Portuguese

Foreign Office a note committing the United States to respecting

Portuguese sovereignty in all her colonies. Upon returning to the

United States for consultations, he presented his case to the

President. Apprised of the difficulties, Roosevelt gave the

Charge a free hand in negotiating for the bases. To allay Portu-

guese fears he asked Kennan to deliver a letter to Salazar in

which the President assured the Premier that United States would

evacuate and return to the Portuguese after the war any facilities

in the islands which they might grant for American use. 8 9

Roosevelt's letter and Kennan's guarantee reassured the

Portuguese and negotiations proceeded favorably. The failure of

the Germans or the Spanish to undertake military action after the

British occupation of the islands also encouraged Salazar. Fur-

thermore, the British supported the discussions by referring to

the "Friends of Friends" provision of the Treaty cf 1373 which

made an ally of England an ally of Portugal. On December 2, R.
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Henry Norweb, who had been sent to Portugal as the new minister in

order to raise the level of America's diplomatic representation in

Lisbon, informed Washington that the Portuguese had granted the

United States "immediate use of existing British facilities." The

facilities were provided on the condition of maintaining an

appearance of compliance with the British agreement. However,

Salazar was unwilling to grant additional installations to Britain

or the United States until the general military situation had

diminished the danger from Germany. 9 0

Soon, the Azores facilities began making their contribution

to the war effort. In October, R.A.F. aircraft including 30

B-17's and 9 Hudsons were operating from the islands. 9 1 The
92

Azores saw the first Anglo-American convoy in November. The

first American bomber ferried through the Azores landed at Lagens

Field on December 9, only a week after the agreement. Within two

weeks a plan for transport operations through the Azores to both

the United Kingdom and North Africa was drawn and flights were

begun on December 29. In February, 1944, the Ferrying Division

inaugurated the CRESCENT transport service from Wilmington, Dela-

ware, to the Azores and ultimately over the "Hump" to China. With

the subsequent decline in the submarine menace in the area, ship

traffic increased to Casablanca from where supplies were flown to

Italy and China.
9 3

Nevertheless, existing facilities were far short of what the

military had demanded. Admiral Leahy thought the British could

have been more helpful. 9 4  General Marshall believed that the real
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source of the trouble had been the lack of energetic representa-

tion in Lisbon.95 With the increasing tempo in the war and the

consequent demand for planes and supplies, the Joint Chiefs were

anxious to increase the flow of traffic through the Azores by

expanding existing facilities and by constructing an additional

air base on Santa Maria Island. 9 6

Prompted by the War Department, Hull instructed Norweb to re-
Snegtiatons97

new negotiations. On December 31, 1943, the Portuguese agreed

to allow American personnel to aid the British in expanding Lagens

Field. They also agreed to permit an American airfield survey

party, disguised as employees of Pan American Airways, to seek a

98suitable site for the Santa Maria base. However, Salazar would

not go beyond these concessions. On January 13 the Navy's request

to include an American squadron in the Azores operations was

denied because it was beyond the scope of the Anglo-Portuguese

99Agreement. The negotiations for an additional base on Santa

Maria dragged on for months. The War Department was becoming

impatient.

On May 17, the Joint Chiefs complained that Lagens Field was

too small and too crowded to handle the projected operations of

the Air Transport Command which called for 1,350 landings monthly

by September, 1944, and 2,100 by January, 1945. They claimed that

even if the struggle should end in Europe before the field were

completed the Azores would continue to be val'iable in waging the

war in the Far East. "The shortest and fastest channel to the Far
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East will continue to be provided by the Central Atlantic

route, 100 stated the Chiefs.

To induce Salazar to authorize construction of a second air-

field, the State Department promised favorable consideration of

the Portuguese request to participate in the liberation of

Timor. 1 0 1 Timor, an island north of Australia, had been governed

by Portugal and the Netherlands prior to the Pacific war. With

the outbreak of the Far Eastern conflict, the Japanese occupied

the Portuguese half of the island as well as the Dutch half after

an Austral-Dutch force attempted to defend the entire island. 1 0 2

Salazar's protests concerning the violation of his country's

sovereignty and neutrality by both the Allies and the Japanese had
103

failed to reestablish Portuguese rule on the island. To uphold

Portuguese sovereignty on Timor, Salazar wanted to enter the war

against Japan at a favorable opportunity. Conscious of Salazar's

desire, American diplomats emphasized that the greatest contribu-

tion that Portugal could make in the Far Eastern war was the con-

struction of the Santa Maria base. 1 0 4 While Salazar was anxious

to reincorporate Timor in the Portuguese Empire, he was reluctant

to antagonize the Japanese at this time by openly associating

Portugal with the United States. The Japanese might retaliate by
105

seizing Macao, with its large European population. However, as

a gesture of good will, Salazar finally authorized the participa-

tion of an American naval air squadron in the Azores operations.

Nevertheless, the Premier stipulated that this squadron must be

under the command of the British. 1 0 6  Even a month after Normandy
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the Portuguese insisted on maintaining their nominal neutrality.

On July 7, the Combined Chiefs agreed to initiate secret

staff conversations with the Portuguese concerning their partici-

pation in the liberation of Timor, and on July 26 Salazar author-

ized Pan-Air to begin constructing an airodrome on Santa Maria

Island. 1 0 7 A private company was chosen to construct the base at

the expense of and ostensibly for the use of Portugal in order to

maintain the facade of Portuguese neutrality. The United States

was, of course, prepared to pay the building costs.1 0 8

The issue of exclusive American use and control of the base

complicated the negotiations. Several times Salazar indicated

that the Americans could obtain the facility under the terms of

the Anglo-Portuguese Agreement. But the Joint Chiefs insisted on

excluding the British from participation. Since the base was con-

sidered important for the prosecution of the war against Japan and

was to be constructed by the United States at a cost of thirteen

million dollars, American military leaders insisted that United I
States should operate the facility. It was for this reason that

the State Department requested and received permission from the

British to conduct direct negotiations with the Portuguese for

facilities beyond the terms of the Anglo-Portuguese Agreement. 1 0 9

Naturally, the Portuguese were suspicious of American inten-

tions. They believed that the Americans might not leave after the
110

war. As previously indicated, this was not a wholly incorrect

assumption, since American.postwar plans for the Azores certainly

figured in the determination of the Pentagon to operate an airbase
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there. Furthermore, the Portuguese were understandably reluctant

to abandon their nominal neutrality until the defeat of the Axis

seem imminent.
1 1 1

"Negotiations on this issue continued into October when the

Americans became impatient. In a statement on October 6, approved

by Roosevelt, the Secretary of State threatened to discountinue

the staff discussions concerning the liberation of Timor and to

immediately curtail all American economic aid. On October 11,

Salazar agreed in principle to grant the United States use and

control of the airbase on Santa Maria in return for the eventual
113

participation of Portugal in the liberation of Timor. Salazar

believed that such participation was essential to preserve Portu-

gal's "prestige and honor." 1 1 4 A formal exchange of notes sealed

the agreement on November 28, 1944.115 Thus, the United States

obtained the base in time for the Azores to play a substantial

role in the Far Eastern campaign.116

The Azores played a small but important role in the strategy

and diplomacy of the Second World War. While the islands made a

significant contribution to the allied anti-submarine campaign and

the American air ferry and transport operations, much of their im-

portance lay in the ifs and might-have-beens of history. For

example, if the Germans had seized the Azores in 1940, they would

have severely hampered British shipping and communications and

threatened the Western Hemisphere. If the United States had occu-

pied the Azores in 1941, so as to forestall a perceived Axis men-
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ace to the islands, Germany would have marched into Iberia produc-

ing incalculable consequences for the course of the war in the

Mediterranean. With Spain a belligerent, Gibraltar occupied, and

the Straits closed, the British would have found it difficult, if

not impossible, to maintain themselves in the Mediterranean and

North Africa. If Atlee and especially Eden had not prevented the

Allied seizure of the islands agreed to at the Trident Conference

in 1943, Britain would have been guilty of attacking her oldest

ally, and the United States would not only have violated the

sovereignty and neutrality of a friendly nation but also ended any

prospective postwar influence in the peninsula. In such an event,

it is also difficult to believe that Portugal would have allowed

the United States to retain a postwar base in the Azores or that,

with the war over, America could have justified its presence there

without Portuguese permission.

The loss of the Azores would have been a serious blow to the

postwar policy of the United States. While American leaders even-

tually discarded the term "Four Policemen," they were anxious to

implement the underlying concept as it applied to the United

States alone or as an agent of the Security Council of the United

Nations. Believing they had learned the lessons of appeasement,

isolationism, and unpreparedness, American leaders were determined

to preserve the world's peace and security (and consequently that

of the United States) by exercising the nation's power and influ-

ence beyond its shores. To establish a global presence the United

States required bases around the world. As early as 1943, a base

35



in the Azores was considered essential to any postwar network of

strategic installations. The war had demonstrated that the United

States was vulnerable to an attack by an enemy based in the

islands. It had also proven that the Azores were invaluable in

protecting and maintaining American sea and air communications

with the world beyond the Atlantic. Therefore, in 1945, the State

Department initiated negotiations which eventually secured postwar

facilities in the islands for the United States. 1 1 7

While the Azores contributed to the security of the Western

Hemisphere and the global reach of American military power, the

United States paid a price for its base there. In 1943, the

Government promised to respect the sovereignty of Portugal in all

her colonies in the islands. > In the postwar period criticism of

the Portuguese colonial empire in Africa was muted because the

Pentagon feared the loss of its facilities if the State Department

too vigorously protested Portuguese policies there. Thus,

political accommodation to Salazar in return for military access

to the Azores in the fifties and sixties hampered America's abil-

ity to compete with the Soviets for influence in sub-Saharan

Africa in the seventies.
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